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A Star and a Stranger
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Chapter 1 – The Girl in the Spotlight
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The lights were too bright.

Mona felt it the moment the car door opened.

Flashes exploded around her like tiny storms of white lightning, and for a second she couldn’t see anything at all. The noise followed a heartbeat later—voices calling her name, cameras clicking rapidly, reporters leaning forward like they were trying to catch a falling star.

“Mona! Mona, over here!”
“Smile this way!”
“Mona, how does it feel to be the biggest rising star in Hollywood?”
She stepped out of the car slowly, carefully, as if the red carpet were made of glass instead of velvet. Her heels touched the ground with perfect grace. Her posture was flawless. Her smile appeared exactly on time.

Everything about her was practiced.

Everything about her was perfect.

And none of it felt real.

Her publicist, Laura, leaned close enough for only her to hear. “Relax your shoulders. You look tense.”

Mona smiled wider instead. “I’m fine,” she whispered.

She wasn’t.

The dress clung to her like a promise she didn’t remember making. It was silver, soft, elegant, and impossibly beautiful—exactly the kind of dress magazines loved. It reflected the lights so brightly that she almost looked like she belonged to them.

Like she was part of the spotlight itself.

She walked forward, stopping exactly where she was supposed to stop. Turning exactly where she was supposed to turn. Smiling exactly when the photographers demanded it.

Click. Click. Click. Click.

The sound was endless.

People thought the red carpet felt glamorous. They imagined excitement, adrenaline, dreams coming true. They imagined a girl living the life she once prayed for.

What they didn’t imagine was how lonely it could feel when thousands of eyes were on you but not one of them truly saw you.

Mona turned her head slightly, posing again, and for a moment her smile faded—not enough for the cameras to notice, but enough for her to feel it.

Just for one second, she wanted to disappear.

Not forever.

Just long enough to breathe.



Inside the theater, everything smelled like expensive perfume and polished wood. The air was warm, almost heavy, filled with laughter that sounded rehearsed and conversations that sounded important but meant very little.

Famous faces surrounded her. Actors she had grown up watching. Directors she had dreamed of working with. People who smiled at her now like she had always belonged among them.

But she didn’t feel like she belonged.

She felt like she was still the girl from years ago—the one who stood in front of a mirror in a tiny apartment, whispering movie lines to herself because no one else believed she could ever make it.

Now she had made it.

And somehow, it didn’t feel the way she thought it would.

“Mona!”

She turned and immediately smiled again. Another actor approached her, someone she had worked with once. They hugged lightly, careful not to ruin makeup or wrinkle clothing.

“You look stunning tonight,” he said.

“Thank you. So do you,” she replied automatically.

“How are you feeling about the premiere?”

“Excited,” she said, because that was the right answer.

But what she meant was: tired, overwhelmed, and strangely empty.

He laughed, said something else she didn’t fully hear, then moved away when someone more important caught his attention. That happened often. Conversations in Hollywood rarely lasted long unless someone needed something.

Mona watched him walk away and felt the same quiet feeling she had felt so many nights before.

Like she was surrounded by people but still standing alone.



She slipped into her seat before the film began, grateful for the darkness that finally swallowed the room. For the first time that night, no one could see her face clearly. No one expected anything from her.

The screen lit up, and the movie started.

Her movie.

Her name appeared near the beginning—larger than it had ever appeared before.

The audience reacted softly. A few people whispered. Someone behind her even said, “She’s going to be huge.”

Mona should have felt proud.

Instead, her fingers tightened around the small clutch in her lap.

Because when the camera showed her face on the giant screen, she didn’t see herself.

She saw someone stronger. Someone more confident. Someone who knew exactly who she was.

That girl on the screen wasn’t afraid of silence. She wasn’t afraid of being forgotten. She wasn’t afraid of waking up one day and realizing she had everything except the one thing that mattered most.

Real love.

Mona blinked slowly and looked down.

She didn’t want to think about that tonight.



After the movie ended, the applause filled the theater like a wave crashing against the walls. People stood. Some clapped enthusiastically. Some only because others were doing it. Some just wanted to be seen clapping.

Mona stood too.

She smiled again.

She always smiled.

But when the lights came back on, her eyes moved across the crowd—not looking for critics, not looking for directors, not even looking for the cameras that had already started flashing again.

She was looking for something she couldn’t name.

Someone, maybe.

Someone who wasn’t impressed.

Someone who wasn’t pretending.

Someone who didn’t care that she was famous.

The thought surprised her.

She didn’t even know why it mattered.



The afterparty was louder than the premiere itself. Music filled the room, soft but constant, blending with laughter and glasses clinking together. The walls were decorated with soft golden lights that made everything look warmer, softer, more romantic than it really was.

Mona stood near the balcony doors, holding a glass she hadn’t taken a single sip from.

People came to congratulate her again and again.

“You were incredible.”
“You’re going to win awards for this.”
“You’re the future of Hollywood.”
She thanked them all.

She smiled at them all.

She forgot their names almost immediately.

Because none of it felt real anymore.

Her eyes drifted toward the balcony, where the night stretched quietly beyond the glass. The city lights shimmered far below, calm and distant, like they belonged to another world entirely.

Without thinking, she pushed the door open and stepped outside.

The cool air touched her skin, and for the first time that evening, she felt something close to peace. The noise from inside became softer, like it belonged to someone else’s life.

She leaned lightly against the railing and closed her eyes for just a moment.

Just one moment where she didn’t have to perform.

Just one moment where she could be Mona—not the actress, not the rising star, not the girl everyone expected her to be.

Just Mona.

And in that quiet second, she felt something she hadn’t expected at all.

A strange feeling.

Like something was about to change.

She opened her eyes slowly and looked down at the city again. Somewhere out there, real life was happening. People were laughing honestly. Falling in love honestly. Living without cameras, without scripts, without pretending.

For a second, she wondered what it would feel like to meet someone who didn’t know her at all.

Someone who didn’t see a star.

Someone who only saw a girl.

The thought made her heart beat a little faster.

Not with fear.

With hope.



Inside, someone called her name again.

“Mona! They want you for photos!”

She didn’t answer immediately.

She stayed there a few seconds longer, watching the quiet city and listening to her own heartbeat, wondering why the night suddenly felt different—like something important had already begun, even if she didn’t know what it was yet. ✨

And far below, somewhere beyond the lights and the noise and the fame, a stranger was about to walk into her life.

She just didn’t know it yet.
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Chapter 2 – The Stranger in the Crowd
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The music was louder now.

Or maybe Mona just noticed it more when she stepped back inside.

The party had grown fuller, brighter, noisier—like the entire night had reached its peak the moment she had tried to escape it. Conversations overlapped, laughter spilled too easily, and the air shimmered with the kind of energy that never quite felt real.

She slipped back into the room with the same practiced smile, the same graceful posture, the same version of herself everyone expected.

“Mona, there you are!” Laura appeared almost instantly, as if she had been waiting. “We need a few more photos. And there’s a producer who wants a quick word.”

“Of course,” Mona replied.

Of course.

There was always someone.

Another handshake. Another compliment. Another opportunity.

She followed Laura through the crowd, nodding politely, smiling when needed, listening just enough to respond without truly engaging. It felt like moving through a carefully choreographed scene—every step timed, every expression measured.

But her mind wasn’t in it anymore.

It lingered outside, on the balcony, in that brief moment of quiet where she had felt almost... herself.

“Right here,” the photographer said.

Mona turned, posed, tilted her chin slightly.

Click. Click. Click.

“Perfect.”

She smiled once more, then stepped aside.

And that’s when she saw him.



He wasn’t trying to be seen.

That was the first thing she noticed.

In a room filled with people who knew exactly how to position themselves under the lights, he stood slightly apart, near the edge of the crowd, like he had wandered into the wrong story and hadn’t decided whether to leave yet.

He wasn’t dressed badly—just simply. Dark jacket, no statement, no attempt to impress. His posture was relaxed, almost too relaxed for a place like this. No tension in his shoulders. No awareness of the eyes around him.

Or maybe he just didn’t care.

Mona’s gaze lingered.

That, more than anything, felt strange.

Everyone cared here.

Everyone watched. Judged. Calculated.

But him?

He looked like he was just... observing.

She followed his line of sight. He wasn’t looking at the photographers. He wasn’t watching the actors or the producers or the carefully curated glamour of the room.

He was watching the people.

Not the famous ones.

The real ones.

The waiters weaving through the crowd. The assistant nervously checking her phone. The bartender quietly refilling glasses without ever being noticed.

Like he was more interested in what wasn’t being performed.

Mona frowned slightly.

Who was he?



“Do you know him?”

The question slipped out before she could stop it.

Laura blinked. “Know who?”

Mona tilted her head subtly toward the far side of the room. “Him.”

Laura followed her gaze, scanning quickly, then shrugged. “No idea. Probably someone’s guest.”

“Whose?”

Laura gave her a small, amused smile. “Mona, not everyone here is important.”

Mona didn’t respond.

Because for some reason, she didn’t believe that.



The stranger shifted
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